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On May 7, Bolivians will cast votes for president, vice president, 27 senators and 130 deputies,
all of whom are to take office Aug. 6 for four-year term. Under Bolivian law, campaigns must be
concluded by midnight May 4. The three leading presidential candidates are as follows: Gonzalo
Sanchez de Lozada, of the ruling Revolutionary Nationalist Movement; former president Hugo
Banzer Suarez, Nationalist Democratic Action (ADN); and Jaime Paz Zamora, Revolutionary
Leftist Movement (MIR). According to the polls, no one of the top three will capture a majority
of the popular vote (over 50%) needed for direct election to the presidency. In this event, the
congresspersons elected on Sunday would have to select the president and vice president. Bolivians
are expected to vote on the basis of continuity or change in the economic program adopted by
President Victor Paz Estenssoro's government. Sanchez de Lozada is committed to maintenance
of existing policies. Banzer, a government ally until four months ago, claims that he and his party
were primarily responsible for the policies which returned Bolivia to economic stability. Banzer
has pledged only minor modifications to the Estenssoro regime's program, but also promises
500,000 new jobs, prioritizing agricultural production, and government attention to raising workers'
purchasing power. Paz Zamora has promised changes in the Estenssoro austerity model to improve
social welfare conditions, but would maintain the current market-determined single exchange rate
and domestic interest rates. Since 1985, the Estenssoro administration's severe austerity program
resulted in reducing inflation from over 20,000% per year to 21.5% in 1988. Official forecasts put
inflation this year at 10%. When Estenssoro took office, Bolivia's exchange rate was 890,000 pesos
per dollar. After a monetary reform and the introduction of a new currency, today's exchange
rate is 55 bolivianos per dollar. The public deficit has been reduced from 35% to nearly zero this
year, according to government sources. In 1985, the country's largest state-run company, the
Bolivian Mining Corporation (COMIBOL), alone accounted for $700 million of the deficit. At
present, COMIBOL is realizing a profit for the first time in 10 years. Bolivian gross domestic product
increased 2.3% in 1987, and 2.8% in 1988, after years of negative growth. The government predicts
GDP growth of 3.5% for 1989. If official projections are accurate, Bolivia will achieve the highest
growth rate and the lowest inflation of all Latin American countries this year. The social costs of
austerity were very high. Over half of COMIBOL employees, 23,000, were laid off. Layoffs in other
state enterprises averaged about 10%. The government authorized a "free" hiring and firing policy
in the public sector, e.g., seniority rules were dropped, and employees could be fired just to forestall
qualification for pensions and other benefits. Unemployment has increased to about 25%. Wages
and salaries were frozen. At present, the minimum wage is equivalent to about US$25 per month.
Meanwhile, prices were "liberated" for domestically produced goods and services and for imports.
The eight other parties running in the elections would abolish most or all austerity measures
introduced by the Estenssoro government. (Basic data from AP, Xinhua, 05/03/89)
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